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MORAL CHILDREN DON’T JUST HAPPEN, THEY ARE RAISED
By Terry Brenner
University Relations
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Parents these days have to wonder how they’ll ever raise their children to be moral
beings. Where do they begin? Many aspects of modern culture - television, popular music,
movies and the Internet —seem to be working against them.
Nancy Seldin, a visiting assistant professor of education at The University of Montana,
says, for starters, parents need to decide what they believe it means to be a moral person. The
definition won’t be the same for all parents, but most would agree that morality refers to
knowing right from wrong and then doing what’s right. It goes deeper than knowing what
behavior is appropriate in certain social situations, although that is important, too.
“Morality deals with justice, fairness, human rights, well-being and kindness.” Seldin
says. “It involves thinking, acting and feeling.” At its core is empathy - the ability to put
oneself in another’s place.
“As early as age 2, children sense others’ feelings,” she says. “Kids who grow up to
perform acts of terror have not developed empathy. People with empathy don’t hurt others.”
Self-control, self-esteem and conscience —that inner voice that cautions one in making
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judgments - also are building blocks of moral behavior, she says. So is altruism - giving to
another at a cost to oneself. A social orientation, that is, interest in and concern for other
people and a desire to take part in social interaction, is another. An absence of this desire is
considered a sign of psychopathology, Seldin says.
Most parents know those basic parts of moral character almost instinctively. Their
challenge is to help their children develop them. Seldin offers these tips:
■ Be authoritative. Authoritative parents give their children plenty of affection and
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plenty of structure, and they take time to explain the purpose of rules.
“Use the teachable moment to explain that rules have reasons,” Seldin says. “If you
explain to a 2-year-old why not to pull the cat’s ears - because it hurts the cat - the child
learns empathy. Talking to children this way teaches them that others’ feelings m atter.” Seldin
cautions parents not to go overboard here, though. “Don’t lecture. Let this be a conversation.”
■ Be nurturing and supportive. Warm and responsive parenting lets children know their
parents respect and value them. By extension, children learn that others are valuable, and
therefore it is wrong to do something hurtful to another person. “Gentler corrections lead to
gentler kids.”
■ Make demands, set limits and then follow up. Parents need to set high but realistic
goals and provide the support needed to help children attain these goals. But “follow-through is
essential, or you communicate that it doesn’t really matter.”
■ Model the kind of behavior you value and expect. Teach by example.
“This is not just about how we treat our children but how they see us treat each other
and talk about others,” Seldin says. “It has to do with how we lead our lives. Parents who deal
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with each other through belittling intimidation teach children that aggression is the appropriate
way.” Parents should openly discuss moral reactions to events in their own lives and model
pro-social behaviors such as contributing to charities and doing volunteer work.
■ Adopt a democratic style for family discussions and resolving conflicts. Rules are
more likely to be fair when all stakeholders take part in making decisions, and participation
teaches fairness and respect for the needs of others. Seldin acknowledges that discussions with
children about what’s fair can be an irritation.
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“Parents need to know when the conversation is meaningful and when they’re just
getting jerked around,” she says.
Concern about morality in children is threaded throughout history, Seldin says, so
today’s parents aren’t plowing new ground on that issue. What’s new are technological
advances such as television that contribute - for good or ill - to the character of children.
But parents aren’t helpless, and they can take comfort in findings of a 1990 study that
Seldin shares when she works with parents. The study indicates that television can influence
behavior and ideals only when children are surrounded by similar behavior and ideals. In other
words, a small amount of violent TV programming, for example, will not greatly affect
children if they consistently see the opposite model of behavior.
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